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Foreword .

The Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) is a national
information system developed by the U.S. Office of Education and
now sponsored by the National Institute of Education (NIE). It pro-
vides ready access to descriptions of exemplary programs, reports on
research and development efforts, and related information useful in
developing effective educational programs.

Through its network of specialized centers or clearinghouses, each
of which is responsible for a particular educational area, ERIC ac
quires, evaluates, abstracts, and indexes current information and lists
that information in its reference publications.

The ERIC system has already made available—through the ERIC
Document Reproduction Service—a considerable body of data, in-
cluding all federally funded research reports since 1956. However, if
the findings of educational research are to be used by teachers, much
of the data must be translated into an ésentially different context.
Rather than resting at the point of making research reports easily
accessible, NIE has directed the separate ERIC clearinghouses to
commission information analysis papers in specific areas from recog-
nized authorities in those fields.

As with all federal educational information efforts, ERIC has as;a
primary goal bridging the gap between educational theory and class-
rog practice. One method of achieving that gcal is the development
by the ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication Skills
(ERIC 'RCS) of a series of booklets designed to meet concrete educa-
tional needs. Each booklet provides teachers with a review of the best
educational theory and research on' a limited topic followed by de-
scriptions of classroom activities that will assist teachers in putting
that theory into practice.

The idea is not unique. Several educational journals and many
commercial textbooks offer similar aids. The ERIC RCS booklets are,
however, noteworthy in their sharp focus on educational needs and
their pairing of sound academic theory with tested Jassroom practice.
And they have been developed in response to the increasing number
of requests from teachers to provid:: this kind of service.
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| viii Foreword
1opics for these booklets are rccon;mended by the ERIC/RCS
National Advisory Board. Suggestions for topics are welcomed by the

Board and should be directed to the Clearinghouse.

Bernard O'Donnell
Director, ERIC/RCS
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At the heart of a rationale for questioning is the truth of the rather
paradoxical observation. “How do I know what I think until I near -
o what I say?” g

As odd as that quotation may at first appear, most of us can verify
the remark; in professional, informal, or even social conversation,
many of us have been startled to hear ourselves making a statement or
expressing an opinion that we did not know we actually believed
until we heard ourselves speak. Talking—asking and answering ques-
tions—often reveals our thoughts and feelings to us as well as to
others. This experience, in turn, clarifies our views and focuses our
thinking. .

As adults, we become accustomed to such minor epiphanies. As
teachers, however, we can introduce students in our classes to oppor-
tunities for similar experiences. And the traditional, most structured
way to provide such opportunities is through questioning, a path to
critical thinking. ‘

Critical thinking is a broad term variously applied to many disci-
plines. In the context.of this discussion, critical thinking encourages
students to take into account more than just content, more than just
their own experience, more than just the wisdom of the world and the
experience of othas. Questions facilitate this intellectual process,
leading students to integrate all three areas into a harmonious, and
essentially individual, whole. Thus critical thinking is the student’s
journey through ideas, not the teacher's journey, and the student’s
destination, not the teacher’s.

Questioning, of course, is not appropriate for all instructional
situations. It is fruitless to question students when they do not have
suffident information or background to respond adequately. Second,
questioning, as we will later explore, can actuclly inhibit student
learning rather than enhance it. Finally, questioning is only one of a
variety of useful strategies for effective language arts instruction.! Yet
in countless situations in the English classroom, questioning is un-
doubtedly a favored—and often the most cffecuvc-—tcachmg and learn-
ing tool. Questioning can:
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A

Provide students with an opportunity to find out what they
think by hearng what they say. In responding to questions
about literature or idéas, students often discover their opinions or
reactions. In responding to questions about writing, students
discov er their ideas in prewriting or clarify their ideas in revi- -
sion. Questioning can stimulate faculties of critical thinking.
Allow students to explore topics and argue points of view.
Through guestionng, students can pursue an aspect of a topic
that appeals to them or can logically defend a theory or belief -
that they hold, thus sharpening thinking skills.

Allow students to function as experts. In a well-run classroom,
students as well as the teacher can question, probe, explore, and
in essence guide the discussion into specific areas.

Guwe studen's the opportunity to interact among themselves.
Gaven the proper setting, students can—and will—argue and
debaie with one anotlier. Student talk is useful and provides a
stmulus for learning as well as an impetus for further explora-
tion of topics.

Guwe the teacher immediate information about student compre-
hension and learning. Through judicious questioning and care-
ful attention to student answers, the teacher can determine if
students have comprehended an assignment, if they have com-
pleted 1t, or if they are ready to move on to another topic. Ques-
tioning, then, serves as an effective diagnostic tool.

Research on the use of questioning in the language arts classroom
has centered on two areas, 1eading comprehension and composition.
Research on reading comprehension shows undisputed benefits from
asking questions. questions help students comprehend content, and
students who use questions learn more subject inatter than students
who do not use questions.? As early as 1917, educational psychologist
Edward L. Thorndike suggested that the use of questions and oral
exercises can improve reading comprehension.’ Studies conducted in
1929 and 1n 1931, as well as more recent ones, suggest that “‘experi-
menter-constructed questions facilitate comprehension and recall of
textual materials.”* In addition, research indicates’ that when the
questions are given after the material and require the students to
construct answers rather than choose from multiple-choice answers,
the benefits tend to be stronger.’ Norman E. Wallen and Robert M. W,
Travers showed that students “will learn more efficiently” if they
“make the responses to be learned” rather than “observing another
make the response’’ or making “some related response.”’® Thus, when
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Theory and Research 3

students directly answer questions, they aie learnimg more efficiently,
Finally, James R. Squuic’s observation that students’ réspounses change
while they read 1s 1elevant to the subjedt of questivning. Students
have many 1espuises to a teat, through questioning, these multiplé
responses,caun be elicited and discussed.? ’

Engﬁli.sh teachers must be aware that questionmng reinforces 1ather
than teaches reading skills. Ay Flarold L. Herber and Joan B, Nelson
point out, "1eading skally e inplicit in the application of questions
to text materials.”"® Thercfore, if a student does not have strong read-
ing shills, questiorung per se will not provide those skills. Heiber
commented in an carlier work:” )

If questions are used w teach students how 1o 1ead maerial, they

are bemg misused, If they are baang used weinforce shills which

the studens alieady have, they are being used well, Quesiions are

of doubtful value oily when they are used assumprvely. When
quesnons assume possession of skills not yet taaght o1 ledrued, s{-}
they are asstaptive.?

The rescarch on questioning techuiques in the area of campuosition
vields some evidence that questioning is beneficial, Mimi Schwaitz

,notes that questioming and talking “reduce the prewtiting tension of

not knowmng what to write about,”!® and Robert Zocellnes, in his
widely read articde “"Talk-Wiate,” suggests that students use question-
ing and 1esponding as a way of improving composition,’ In Zocliner's
study. each student was paired wath a second student to talk about the
composition before witing and to respond to the other student’s
wontent questions.. Students then eversed toles and repeated the ques-
tioning process, The questioning and answering, according to two
ad. ptors of YUcllncr'.s method, supplied the “iniual material for the
learning sequence,” provded the wiiter with “immediate help and
reinforcément,” and encouraged a variety of answers. ¥

Questioning. then, helps students discover their own ideas, it gives
students an vpportumty to eaplore and argue and to sharpen aitical
thinking skills, 1t allows students to function as experts and to interact
among themselves, 1t gives the teacher invaluable information about
student apility and achievement, Questioning also aids students in the
comprehension of content, and it can counteract wiiting anxiety or
general writing difficulties.

Questioning Hierarchies

Almost every teat o artide that indudes a discussion of questioning
also incdludes an obligatory hierarchy. scale of importance, or cate-
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4 s . . S Christenbury and Kelly
. gorical schema of question types. s in many fields of intellectual

' endeavor, certamn kinds of knowledge—and the answers to certain
kinds of questions—are considered superior to, more sophisticated
than, or requiring higher cognitive skills than certain others.

Following this principle, most creators of questioning hierarchies
suggest that teachers ask questions at the lowest level of the scale and
then move up, spending the majority of questioning time in the upper
reaches of the questioning hierarchy. If classroom interaction could

.be .convincingly ranked in established categories, then questioning
hierarchies, we feel, would be jndispensable. Hierarchies, however,

_should be viewed as descriptiony of coguitive processes rather than a¥-
prescriptions for classroom questioning strategies. In fact, except at
the lowest or factual level. numerous studies proved unsuccessful in
classifying quesiioning levels in actual classroom discussions.'?

Because we do feel that questioning hierarchies, if used with judg-
ment, havesome value, we present a few of the major ones, both
sequential and noasequential, below. In the Practice section, however,
we offer our own questioning scheina, the Questioning Circle. We
feel the Questioning Circle avoids some of the problems of question-
ing hierarchies and provides a more* practical approach, for the Eng-
lish teacher. ‘ )

- ch‘cminl Hierarchies
Bemjamin Bloom'  Norns M. Sanders®® Hilda Taba'* -
To know Memory Form concept
To comprehend Translation Interpret concept
‘To apply Interpretation Apply concept
To nnalyzc_ c\pphca_mon Harold L. Herber"
To synthesize Analysis Literal hensi
To evaluate Synthesis l"“.r" compre 6‘"5‘0‘"
- . Evaluation nterpretative compre-

hension
Applied compichension

Nonscquential Hierarchies

“drthur Kaisen* Richard Smuth?? Ronald T. Hiyman®
Open . -Convergent Definitional
Closed Divergent Empirical
Suggestive Evaluative
Rhctorical Metaphysical

We believe that many such questioning hierarchies are essentially

. arbitrary, as,is the advice that a teacher should ask only "A" type
qQuestions at the beginning of a discussion or an assignment, gradually
move to “B" type questions, and then advance to *C* type questions.

A




Theory and Researcha 5
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Wihile some ondar ol questioning s necessary —and a mixare of
quistion Bpes Jiow aa those iy pes are defined) is essental =it seems
thitt discanston and gquesttonmg w the Linguage ans dasstoom need
not be so ngrdly organized as some theorists and practitioners would
unply. Indecd, as thas sceuon indicates, notonly are many nerarchies
of questiois ovalappig and occasionally even contradictory, but the
very evidence that asing the so-called highet level of questions actu-
ally resalts m “lnghét stadent dehevement is disputed by some
researeh studies. - ) '

One Hhvioas diawback to qaestiomng lnerarchies is their depes-
denee o extensive Lists of questions prepared by the teacher so that
each category o level s suffiaemly “covered.” In addition, even if
ae were willimg to pnepaie qaestions for eac category, some cate-

. goties are atbigaous and difficult o distmgunh. For example, the
difference betw o analyais cad enterpretation s probably the provinee
of the senntiast, we analyze when we interpret and we interpret
when we anady e, When does one funcuon stop aid the other begin?

Wil many of the sathors of questioning hierarchies would be the
fust to ceution against usimg them rigidly, many questioning sche-
antie have been dbased and have become presaiptions rather than
suggosuons ot garddine, ndisamnuant faith meoany questioning
haerarchy 1s foolish, we feel. for two major reasons,

Frrst, most linerarchies mmply that one category is saperior to
anuther. Yet theie s no evidence, for example, that the cognitive
suphntication reqarted 1o apply aconeept iy infetior o the abiliy to )
svithesize that concept e the Samders hierarelny ) or that analyzing a
worce st s sapeaion to compreiemhing e ee 1hie Bloom axonomy)
A oresalt, there s neasstnance that a stadent’s mind will be more
eceptive o one tvpe of gaoston at one pomt ur a discussion than to
another tvpe ol question at anather point,

Second, the lieradies also suggest an oiderly progiession from
one levdd o anuther i all discussions, & progiession it does not
alwavs oo mra disstoour, Students often “ping pong™ friom one
categony 0 anothen, Is 1 wholly unlikely that in e middle of a
supposedly “highar loved™ hitaature diseussion a student might return
to question an aspect of the plot? Might a student begin a discussion
by askmig, Wy dad he let her de that o lim# " and then launch into
ananalvses cevaluaton? apphadion? intepretation?) before the basic
“tevall  lnetarehy has even been mutiated? The mnswer, it seems, 1o
buth questions 1s “yes.” Fially, vur objecton o astrict implementa-
uon of questiomng lucrarchies s that they imply a linear or sequen-
tial theorysof lc;xrmug."\l\ theoty that we reject.

.
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In discusstng then seliee of questioning, Robert J. Nash and

David A, Shuman pont ot that their tripartite_division of factal,
toneeptaal, amd contextual questions shonld be used only loosely.

Ihe effednne quoesnoner moves back and forth among the fac-
taal, conceptual and contextnal modes. Some educarors are
mote comfortable starting with the factual, while othets like
1o plunge nght unto the ontextaal. This does not imply the
absence of goal settmg ur the questtofing process, histead, we are
reconnnending that goals be rentatve, sell-dissolving when dis-
credpred or reached, and unnately related to young people’s real
toncerys.

»

Mdditonally, in some questioning hierarchies the schemaa include |

& distiicnon between " open™ or divergent questions and “dosed™ o
convergent questions, 1t is ddear that certain questions (“Why isthis a
great novel:) allow for far less discovery and difference of opinion
than otlgrs (1 you could, what would you chunge about this nowel
and w i .0 Open questians ash for new tnformution, the solution to
complen problens, the development of posyivilities, the expression of
opauon. Closed questions, however, ask, for shert. specific infornia-
tion, chicck assumptions, for ¢ sidents into alternatives, and often
gunde com ersatton?* There s chmuualy a place for cach type of ques-
tor It s mieesing to note that oue ieeent aticle asserts drae weachers
and students vary markedly i ther pereeption of open and dosed
quoton, Studens, i gentral, find tosed questions restrictive and
thus frustrating, many teacheas, on the other hand, find open-ques
tom bustrating., espectally when confronted with student responses
based on hot an™ M Desprte these prefercuees, there is litte justifica-
tton {or wtally confunug ddasstoom questioning to cither the con-
vergent or divergent mode,

As noted before, one major justlication for extensive use ul’qucs-
uommg hterarchies is that so-called Ingher level questions resule in
“higher” student acliresement, many feel that students who answer
higlier uulc: tuestiotts extensively will more frequently exerdse higher-
order thimhing skills, The theory ts summanzed by Marli Andre and

Thomas H. Anderson: .

tHigh-level qm‘\llt)ll\-—qul'\llull\ wludhreqane unuprchcu\wu of
the 1ext and apphcition of prinapls and toncepts o ew situdae
Lo =—seem 1o prompt mue thotongh smdy and s improve
Teanug and weicnuon.

Robin McKeown, o sottal sctenee teachier, atso found that “student
attitinedes are significantdy 2ffecad by thie lesel or fyne of qucxuon
students enrcounter i the cbsstoum™ and that highet level questions

Q
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seetr o mahe stwdents dhange “their sodal attitudes to a greater
extent.”"® Yet a 1ecent articke on the subject seems to cloud some of
the above findings. Phihip H. Wimne, looking at eighteen studies on
questioning and its effect on student achiesement, found that there
tould be no “sturdy condusion”™ regardmg the relation of higher-
order questions and student achiesement.?” Winne's findings are con-
firmed by a study by Wilham W, Wilen, who' found that students
did not show a preference for higher-level questions and that those
students who prefened their teachers to ask low-level questions per-
fotmed best on tests meorporating correspondingly low-level ques-
tions. T'hus. Wilen conduded. "teachers’ use of higher, cognitive-level
questions is more positive in theory than practice.”?8

These studhes 1equue us to be catatious in assuming that e\tensi\e
use of higher orda questions wall always result i increased le.nmmg
and will always be favored by students. There are, nevertheless, othu
1asons fut using such questions—they may”in fact reflect instruc-
tyonal ur student needs—but there is no necessity to assume that such
questions w il automaticatly result i certam levels of achievement or
that they will be more acceptablé or interésting to students. -

What, then, <an be praposed about the kinds of questions we
should ask in the linguagenrts classroom?

Use a questtoning schema, but don't let 1t use you. Know your
~ - dasstoum, your students, and your instiuctional goals. If a

uhcm.n (ot more than one) meets your requirements, then use it

(o1 them). Wiite out yowr questions or keep a file card of ques-
. uomng levels in hoxﬁ of you as you lead a discussion or con-
a stiuet questions for an assignment. Remember, however, that

questioning schemata are guidelines, not rules,

Follue your students’ lead. If you want to talk about the imagery
. of a poem bur the students are more interested in the theme, do
not foree the conversation in your direction. You will {ind that
the discussion is mume hutful if students are first allowed—
withm limits, of course—to discuss what interests them.

4 Be flexableswuth your questions. Writing out everything you are
going to ask in a semblance of order may be useful, but don't
expect the discussion to follow yow list preasely. Don't let your
prepated questions become an obstade to change or modifica-

. tion.

' Don't alu ays play it safe. Many cautious teachers confine all of
their questions to the safe or puely factual areas (“Who wrote
1?7 “Where is the dipthong m this word?™ “"What is the toplc

L4
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pretations. Interestingly, some research shows that lower-ability
students benefit the most fiom higher-order, open questions,
althongh most teachers tend to use_ lower-order questions with
such students.®

How to Use Questioning

Probably the most pupular atea of research on the strategy of ques-
tioning is the subject of wait time, the time between a teacher's
question and a student’s answer or between a teacher’s first and second
questions. The time factor is crucial. a lack of sufficient wait time can
completely abort an oral discussion. Ronalc T. Hyman notes:

Rowe and Lake imestigated the amount of time teachers wait
when asking a question. They {ound that if students do not begin

a respouse within one second, teachers usnally repeat the question

or call upan aiothier student (o respond. Alsor-after students —-
respond, teachers wait shghly less than one second before react-
g to the respouse, asking another question, or launching to a
new topic. 3

Rowe and Lake also found that when teachers increased their wait
tine to a mere thiee to five seconds, the length of responses increased,
unsolicited but appropriate responses igcreased, and “failure to re-
spond decreased.”*? Obviously, insufficient wait time creates a rather
frenetie atmosphere in which students feel they must quickly volun-

. teer an answer—any answer. Silence, something that many teachers
assume to be a sign of falure in discussion. can actually be asign ol a
‘particularly healthy discussion and can indicate a teacher’s use of
judicious wait time while students are thinking. Silence is not always
an indicatton of 1gnorance, refusal, or intransigence. To the contrary,
it 15 oftert a newessary time to meditate, reflect, punctuate an idea,
breathe,

Rescarch has also been conducted on the frequency ol questioning.
Seymour Sarason found that elementary teachers who thought they
were ashing 12 to 20 questions every hall hour were actually asking 45
to 150.8 J. I'. Dillon makes a salient point:

{Research] 1s exther mconclusiie or fails to suppont the many
dmms made for the efficacy of teacher questions. On _the other
hand, certain studiés report undesirable effects. For example, high
rates of questioning mnay yield negative affective outcomes, en-

)
|
8 . Chnistenbury and Kelly
sentence i this patagraph?”).2* While these kinds of questipns
—___ have theur places, so do the open or divergent questions that give
students the opportunity to confront multiple answers or. inter-
|

O ‘ ’
1




Theory and Research 9

wurage student passivaty and dependence and make the dlass
appear as it 1t were an inguisition rather than a reasonable
conversation. 3¢

Certainly this seems true in Sarason’s study. According to his figures,
it is possible that some elementary students were contronted with a
new question every twelve seconds. In this khind of inquisitorial at-
mosphere, questioning can actually discourage dass discussion and
can cause students to feel assailed and threatened.

In summary, teachers use questions in the English classroom be-
cause questions help students learn and develop critical thinking
shills The kinds of questions we ask should not be rigidly determined
by any one hicrarchy but shouid be varied and appiopriate to the
subject matter and to student intetests. When we ask questions, we

i‘ghou!d give students time to think about the answers, not bombard

ERI
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them with countless inquiries, Moments of silence and meditation
should punctuate the discussion.

If we could suggest a modet for the kind of questioning atmosphere
we have in mind, it would be akin to a conversation with friends. In
such conversation, we talk as equals, encouraging others’ comments,
allowing vihers 1o wander off onto points_that_interest them,_and
pausing betwern ddeas We do not dominate or allow our friends to
dominate, we create a genuine give-and-take atmosphere, allowing
the conversation, as i all human interchange, to swell, trail off, and
even full sitent. In such a dlimate, and given a toprCof mutual interest,
it 1s hard to imagine questioning that would fail to arouse interest or
further learning.
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2 Practice_

*Ask, don’t tell” could serve well as the motto of those committed to
questioning. And, indeed, it is preferable to ask for information, en-
couraging students to generate ideas, than to expect students to be
passive repositories, automatic scribes of what teachers might say in
class. And while questioning is not the sole instructional methodol-
ogy, it remains a staple of the English language arts classroom.
Questioning, however, is more than simply phrasing a query; it
involves . '

\

asking questions in a logical format that is part of an overall
\

structure or plan . \\
dealing creatively with_ insufficient answers, no answers, or in-
-

correctanswers

encouraging student answers

helping students to generate questions

While questioning can indeed become a path to critical thinking, if it
is mismanaged either in conceptualization (forming the questions} or
in practice (using the answers), then the process can become more a \
rote exercise in asking and answering than a learning and exploring
venture.

This section will discuss the four aspects of questioning listed
above and will offer what we hope is useful, practical advice.

¢Thc Questioning Circle

The Questioning Circle, an alternative to sequential and hierarchical
schemata, is a model for developing instructional questions. Ve de-
fine the varying areas of questioning in the form of overlapping
circles, a representation that we feel more nearly approximates the
reality of the questioning process. Nonsequential and overlapping,
the Questioning Circle (Figure 1) provides a logical, yet flexible,
format for questioning. -

R -~ 1o
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The schema iy composed of three cirdes: the matter, personal
reality, and external reality. The first circle, the matter, represents the
subject of discussion or questioning. The second cirde, personal
reality, represents the individual’s experiences, values, and ideay. The
third circle, external reality, is, for want of a better term, tae "w(zrld":
the experience, history, and concepty of vther peoples and cultures.

We contend that conceptualizing the questioning process in the
form of these three citddes 15 useful. While each dircle represents a
different domain of cogmition, the cirddes overlap—as does knowledge
—and are not ordered. Further, in the one aica where all three cirdles
mtersect lies the wimon of the subject being explored, the mndividual’s
response and experience, and the experience of others. The inter-
section of the thice cindles, the med we term dense, contains the most
significant (ngher-order) questions, but winle the dense questions are
richer than the othas, it i1s dear from the model that when or how
students arrive at the answers to these questions is left open,

H, howeser, there can be a suggested procedure for using the Ques-
toning Cirde, it would be that an instructional goal should inelude
not vuly questions m the three separate drcles (the matter, personal
reality, external 1eahity ) but also questions m the areds whete the three
cdles mtersect. In the thiee shaded areas —combining the matter with

personal reanty, personal reality with external 1eality, and exterpal '

Personal
Reality

The
Matter

External
Reality

Figure 1. The Questioming Carcle.
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reality with the matter—the components collide, mingle, and ulti-
mately enrich each other. Finally, the area where all three circles
intersect, the dense area, represents the central, most important ques-
tions, the questions that subsume all three arcas and whose answers
provide the deepest consideration of the issue.

The order of questions depends upon the material under considera-
tion, upon the teacher, and upon the students. For example, the first
question in a series may be a question from a shaded area fo'lowed
by one from the dense area, followed by a question from a white area
of one of the three circles. 1t is also, we stress, quite possible to
ask a question from the dense area at any time in a discussion or
questioning process and, indeed, to ask such questibns repeatedly
throughout the questioning process. Alternating questioning areas
thus causes the complex and central dense questions to be answered
with added perception, knowledge, and underst.ading. Students, of
course, may also want to move back and forth among the three
areas—white, shaded, and Jdense—and to return a number of times to
consider a previous question from the dense area.

The Questioning Circle, lacking the defined abstractness of hier-
archies, 1s flexible. English teachers may find it particularly adaptable
for hiterawre, language, and composition. For example, in literature,

RIC 2.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

the matter would be the text; pérsonal reality That of the feader;and

external reality that of the world and other literature. In language, the
matter would be the concept or idea under study; personal reality that
of the speaker reader writer of language; and external reality the
language as it 1s used outside the speaker reader ‘writer's environment,
theworld.

In composition, we must divide the circles further to account for
the different demands of prewriting and revision. In prewriting, the
matter becomes the subject of the proposed composition; personal
reality would be that of the writer; -external reality would be the
audience of the intended composition. In the revision stage, the matter
becomes the rough draft, but the personal reality and external reality
reman the same as in prewriting, ie., the writer and the audience,
respectively. Table 1 sunmarizes the Questioning Circle’s flexibility.
Ilustrations ot the use of the Questioning Circle in literture, lan-
guage, and composition follow.

Laterature

The Questioning Circle adapts easily to the study of literature in the
English classroom. Indeed, it might be interpreted as a practical
llustration of Louise M. Rosenblatt’s theory of personal responseto

“
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Table |

Components of the Questioning Circle

General The Matter Personal External R
Terms Reality Reality
Literature The Text The Reuder The World/Other
’ Literature
Language The Concept The Speaker/ The World
Reader/ e
Writer . .
Composition/ The Subject The Writer The Audience -
Prewriting
Covaposition/ The Draft The Writer The Audience
Revision

literature (Literature as Exploration, New York: Noble and Noble,
1976). Using the Questioning Circle, the matter is the texty;, personal
reality is the reader; and external reality is both the world and other
literature. (See Figure 2.)
The adaptability of the Questioning Circle can be demonstrated
‘by using Mark Twain's novel The ddventures of Huckleberry Finn
““and Robert Frost’s poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.”
> The questions are offered as suggestions for a class discussion or
written assigniments, and although the dense questions are considered

World and
Other Literature

Figure 2. Literature and the Questioning Circle.
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the most complex, thete ts no other suggested order for the ques-
tioning process. '

“The following questios apply to a single incident tn Huckleberry
Finn, albeit an incident that is resonant with implications for dis-
cussions:

- White Qucsl'ions "

« The Matter: What does Huck say when he decides not to turn Jim

in to the authorities?
Personal Reality: When would you support a friend when every-
one else thought he or she was wrong?

External Reality: What was the responsibility of persons finding
runaway slaves?

Shaded Questions
The Matter Personal Reality: In what situations might somceone
be less than willing to take the consequences for his or her
actions?
Personal Reality External Reality: Given the social and political
circamslances, to what extent would you have done as Huck did?
The Matter External Reality: What were the issues during that
time which caused both Huck's and Jira's actions to be viewed as
 ——  —wrong® - — - - — - B T

Dense Quustion

T'he Matter Personal Reality. External Reality: When is it right
to go against the social and: or political structures of the time as
Fuck did when he refused to turn Jim in to the authorities?

While the previous examples of questions pertaining to Huckle-
berry Finn address a single, although highly significant, incident in
the novel, the following series of questions addresses the entire Poem
“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening':

White Questions

The Matter; Can you summarize what happens in the poem?
Personal Reality: 1s there anything that happens in the poem that
has ever happened to you?

External Reality: How would you compare this poem to Frost's
“The Road Not Taken''?

Shaded Questions
The Matter: Personal Reality: To what extent does the person's .
. experience seem convincing to you? ) .
The Matters External Reality: What is the poem saying about life?
responsibility? duty?
External Reality; Personal Reality: When has responsibility con-
flicted with your personal n{c)cds?

Q ~ o
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Dense Question

Fhe matter Personal Reality External Realuty: How doyou think .
wost people maké a successful compromise between duty and =
personal happiness?

Developing questions for other works of literature is not difficult.
While a teacher may choose to write questions for each area—white,
shaded, and dense—and thus draw ideas together, it is evident that the
dense question subsumes facets of all other questions. A discussion or
questioning exercise with that question as the focal point should
elicit the information that would evolve if the other questions were
asked separately s a facilitator, the teacher knows the components of
the question and can shift the discussion™to an important Lomponent
that has not been examined. Posing a dense question early in the
discussion permits students to respond from a variety of perspectives:
the text. personal experience as a reader, external reality of the world
and other literature. Thus students have a basis for responding even if
it is entirely personal, and the discussion builds on a variety of
perspectives.

There is another reason for using, a dense question early in the
class discussion. I a teacher using a hierarchical schema carefully
orchestiates the questions from lower order to hlg,hcr order and then
springs the “big question,’ the effect on students is often not a posi-
tive one. To answer the “big question.” the class needs to repeat the
ground already covered. to many students this hardly seems worth the
effort We suggest, therefore, that the demse question be used as the
basis for ongoing discussion rather than the culmmating question
used late in a questioning sequence.

How would a discussion based on the Questioning Circle and using
a dense question early in the conversation proceed? We used the
widely anthologized short story by Evan Hunter, "On the Sidewalk
Blecding,” and generated the following questions:

White Questions
The Matter: Why do the boy and girl refuse to help :\ndy
Personal Reality: When have you helped someone in need?
External Reality. How are gangs viewed by society as a whole?

Shaded Questions
The Matter Personal Reality: Under what circumstances would
you he hesitant o help someone m need?
I‘he Matter External Realuy. How would the police in our town
view Andy?

Personal Reality External Reality: How do you view gang mem-
bers?

Q o9,
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Dense Question

The Matter' Personal Reality/ External Reality: If you were not a
gang member and found Andy stabbed and lying in the street,
why or why not would you help him?

Using these questions, a volunteer teacher discussed “On the Sidewalk
Bleeding” with his class for fifteen minutes. In the discussion, 60
percent of the students contributed responses, and the amount of
student talk was about ten times that of teacher talk. More impor-
tantly, hewever, with the dense question as a focal point, the discus-
sion of the story was comprehensive and covered, through specific
student responses, all of the shaded questions and, by implication, the
white questions as well. The teacher, despite reflective comments,
confined his inquiry to a single dense question, a question that led
students through the major points of the short story.

We feel it is possible to replicate this successful discussion. The
teacher who uses the dense question, rich in its implications and
complex in its answer, can skillfully guide the discussion. The fol-
lowing transcript of the discussion of “On the Sidewalk Bleeding”
shows how the dense question focuses student attention on all areas.

Teacher: If you were not a gang member and found Andy stabbed
and lying in the street, why or why not would you help him?
Student 1: You know, when you get into a situation, you don't
know what you would do, but I think if 1 had been thit girl or
that guy, 1 would have helped himn because I couldn’t have that
on my conscience. 3

Teacher: You would have helped?

Student 22 I don't think 1 would.

Student 1: I would have nio matter what. There’s no doubt in my
mind.

Student 3: I would help no matter who they were.

Student 4: 1 would at least call the police. They said they were
afraid that the police would leak it out, but I don’t see how they
could know. -

Student 5: But the police at the end goes, “'a Royal,™ and thct'gjﬁ’
says, “His name is Andy,"” and the police says, A Royal.” *
Student 6: Give him a name anyway.

Studint 55He didn't give much thought 1o him like anybody else.
Student 7: ! think it's sad because the cop, like all policemen
even, just didu’t care. Like this was a human life.

Student é: I don't see how anyone could live. I would go bananas
wondering what ever happened to him or later read in the papers
somewhere about Andy. a Royal, knifed in an alley, and you
knew you could have helped, and he died.

Teacher: That would bother you? (Silence)

RIC Sy
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Student 9: But Idon't think Andy's glrlfncnu ever thought of him

as a Royal; that was jusl a group he was in. She just thought of

him as Andy. k
Student 6: Maybe like she knew when he first became a Royal, he

was really into it and proud of it.
Teacher: Why was he proud of it?
Student 6: He wanted to equate himself with a group, identify
with somebody. Like at first he was so hepped up on it that iv
would have been nulikely that he would have taken off his purple
, silk jacket; for him to take it off, it must have meant that. he
didn't want to be that any more: he wasn't proud of it any more.
Student 4: He didn't feel that was much to live for or rather to die
for—the jacket wasn't much to die for.

Student 7: I think it's sad that all those regrets right before he
died—lots of things he hadn't done,

i

Looking at this excerpt, we see that the teacher initiates the dis-
cussion with the dense question, a question that obviously stirs stu-
dent interest, judging by the number of students who contribute o
that one item of discussion, During this discussion, different students

. address issues that are questions from the shaded portion ‘of the
Questioning Circle, While white questions are not included in this
discyssion, it should be clear that students either knew the answers
(why the boy and girl refuse to help Andy is obvious) or were not at
this juncture interested in further exploration (how gangs are viewed
by society or revelation of personal experience helping others).

Much of the excerpted discussion, which is not “covered” by any of
the teacher-created questions, is nevertheless & useful consideration of
the implications of the short story and further enriches understanding,
Interestingly enough, the comments also relate to the dense question
of motivi mons for helping Andy.

Language

The principles of the Quesiioning Circle can also be adapted to the
study of Lunguage in the English classroom. The matter is the 1dea or
concept of language, study; personal reality is that of the speaker.
reader writer of language; external reality is thac of the world and the
many different manifestations of language. (See Figure 3.)

Te construct sample questions in the area of language, we might
choose the topic of dialect and gencerate the following questions:

White Questions
The Matter: What other words name a porch?
Personal Reality: Do you use the word porch or some other word?

o . _()\' |
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| External Realiy: Do the people in our area use the word porch or
/ some other word? What about other areas?
| ‘ Skaded Questions
The Matter: Personal Reality: Is your pronunciation of heart in
the dictionary? ,
The Matter External Reality: What are examples of variations in
pronunciations in other parts of the country? .
Personal Reality - External Realaty: What are examples of your
word choices and pronunciations that are the same clsewhere in
the country?

.

Dense Question
The Matter Personal Realuty. External Realily: 1f word choices
and pronunciations vary in certain regions, what can you ‘con-
clude about language use in our countryi
Again, the dense question is the one of most interest. As in the
sample literature discussion, it can be used throughout the question-
ing process.

Composition .

The Questioning Circle must be subdivided for composition, In pre-
writing, the matter is the subject of the proposed composition. (See
Figure 4.) In revision, however, the matter is the draft to be revised.
(See Figure 5.) Personal reality, that of the writer, and external reality,
the audience, would be the same for both prewriting and revision.

Speaker/
Reader/
Writer

The
Wworld

Figure 3. Language and. the Questioning Circle,

.
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.« “ Unlike literature and language, where thé questions will vary
according to the text or the concept under study, the questions offered
: *  for composition can be adapted to any assignment: ™%

Prewriting: White Questions

The Matter: What is my subject?
Personal Reality: What is my experience?
External Reality: Who is my audience?

: .
. -
.
3
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Figure 4. Prewnung and the Questioning Circle. -
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Shaded Questions

The Matter/Personal Reality: What experience do I have with
this subject?

Personal Reality i External Reality: How does my experiencérelate
to the experience of my audience?

“The Matter/External Reality: What would my audience think of
this subject? i

v : ~Dense Question ,

The Matters Personal Reality. External Reulity: Which of iy ex-
penences can | present that will persuade/inform/amuse (which-
ever is appropriate) my audience? .

Revision: White Questions

The Matter: The Draft

Personal Reality: The Writer

External Reality: The Reader

(Questions are not necessary-at this stage)

Shaded Questions
The Matter/Personal Reality: In what ways does the draft say
what [ want to say? “
Personal Reality/External Reality: To what extent could the
reader understand my ideas? . .
The Matter) External Reality: How thoroughly does a reader, un-
derstand the written draft?

Dense Question

The 31atter. Personal Reality. External Reality: What adjustments
have to be made to integrate my intentions with the reader’s
perceptions?

. Once a teacher has devised dense questions covering the three areas
-of the matter, personal reality, and external reality, the questioning

pass other, less broad areas. The very small number of teacher-pre-

. pared questions actually liberates an instructor from a complicated,

sequenced list. Armed, so to speak, with only a very few, albeit highly
significant, questions, the teache: relies more on student comments
and on conversational direction and less on predetermined paths of
discussion.

Managing Classroom Interaction

We would be less than honest if we did not detail what we see
as problems with the questioning process and with the overuse or

)
r

~

prgdcgss,czgn_lgg§implif1ed. The dense questions will naturally encom:- -
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misuse of questtons Fust, as mentioned before, it has not been proved
inany study that questioning is the best teaching or learning strategy.
For certain subject matters, in certain classroom settings, with certain
types of student learners, questioning can work well. Undeniably,
questioning is the most popular teaching tool of the language arts
instructor. Yet it is foolish to use questioning in all situations or
in all settings because questioning has no proven superiority over
other methodological stiategies. There are several reasons not to use
questioning: -

-

Questions can be threaterung to students. The posing of 4 ques-
tion (and the accompanying expectation of an answer) can put a
great amount of pressure on certain students in certain subject
areas. Under some circumstances, questions can in fact inhibit
learning and can [pster a tense classrpom atmosphere. Some
students see questions as a punitive device; indeed, some teachers
question certain students more to establish order and discipline
than to advance learning.

Questions can be threatening to teachers. The very act of asking
aspeafic question requires that the teacher be able to judge the
: relative “rightness” or “wrongness” of an answer. Indeed, in
sume areas of instruction, a4 response to a question requires that
a teacher rather skillfully use the answer in some creative man-
ner, linking it with another concept, turning the answer to the
attention of a second student, and so forth. The process can be a
difficult one. *

Questions may encourage teacher donunance. 1M all questions
come from the teacher, then the teacher must be the arbiter of all

. answers and classroom concerns. When all attention is centered
on the weacher, questions may militate against a student-ceatered,
student-concerned learning environment.

" With these hmutations in mind, we offer some practical advice for
T omanagifhg dasstoom mteraction and dessroom questioning and
& answering.’

What To Do When Students Can’t Don't Won't Answer

When students cannot answer a question, it conld be because the
question as posed 15 undear. Many times we find ourselves asking
vague questions, questions that wonfuse students. In a discusston of
Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman, we might ask, for example,
“What did Willy Loman do to his son Biff?"" \ restatement (*‘'In what
ways did Willy shape Biff's values?”) clarifies the question. Another
&) ' ’
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-

problem we mstigateas the multiple question, an inquiry that asks
. two things at once. thus cansmg d student to hesitate over a response
¢*What are the things Willy lied abont to his wife, and why did
she accept his lies?”). A solution would be to separate the twod
questions. Also, we teachers may ash a question that is simply too
difficult for our students at this pownt in the instruction or in their
developmiental level. An example of the latter, using the Questioning
Carcle, 1s the expectation of a complete.answer to a dense question
carly 1n a discussion o1 assignment (*What do Willy's various lies tell
you about certain values in American society?”’). Students might be
unable to answei certain questions because they have not been pre-
pared sufficiently. Unless there is a specific negative chemistry work-
g m a classroom, o1 perhaps individual preblems with a class, most
students’ wnabihity to answer a question lies with the question itself or
the level of the question. -
sometumes when stundents do not nswer a question, it may be that
™ they hd not hear the guestion or did not understand it. Repeating the )
question a second time or rephrasing it may be helpful. Both of these
tactics. however, should be deferred until the proper wait time has
@lnpscd. If you are nnsure about the time ctapsed, counting to yourself
. before you rephrase or1epeat the question: can be useful. ot
If students simply will not answer questions, there may exist a
classroom atmosphere of hostility or fear. Students' responses of si-
lence may be duected to the subject or the teaching strategy. In the
first case, teachers may try to refocus the subject. Hoypever, teachers
may be deahing with students for whom questions are not oppor-
tunities to explore but are occasions of tension and anxiety. Changing
the methodology to one where direct gnestioning is avoided may be
the only solution with such students.

|
1

|
Shorl Answers Wrong Answers

I eachers sometimes encounter problems managing classroom iriter-
action when students give very short answers or totally wrong answers.
0Oddly enongh, teachers may cause students to give brief answers.
Without being fully aware of it, many teachers may begin to speak .
betord a stundent has finished, thus cutting off the response. In addi-
tion, many teachers break eye contact with the student responder,
which decreases the length of the student response. Finally, some
teacheérs nnconscionsly wn away from student responders or turn
therr backs on them. Even the act of placing part of the stdent’s
answer on the board—what we may initialty think 1s a reinforcement
\.?‘ that answer—can distiact student tesponders and caunse them to
ERIC |- 5.
1
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stop talking. Common sense is the rule, students wim\(:t continue
talking if they £ 1 they we losing—or have lost—their auMience. And
because the major audience is often the teacher, teacher behavior can
influence the length of student answers.

To lengthen stiident answers, positis e reinforcement can be pro-
vided in more ways than mere body language. Nodding, making pos-
itive verbal noises, asking a student to expand or clarify an answer

~may help, Statements such as "Can you give an example?” or “I

don’t understand. could you restate that?”’ can be useful. In the case
ol exttemely brief answers, these strategies may encourage longer
responses.  *

Wrong answers present a problem to most teachers because, frankly,
we dou not like to be in the position of telling students they are in-
correct. Nevertheless, honesty 1s the best policy. If you give the out-
ward unpression that every student answer 1s right in varying degrees,
then you aie not being fair. “No, I don’t think so™ or *“I’'m not sure”
may be gentler ways of telling students they are in error. Also, when a
student respunse s msguided or mistaken, there is often alternative
evidence avalable. For example, 1if a student feels that a minor charac-
ter is actually the hao of the novel, 1t is better to point out a specific

“passage contradicting the contention and ask the student how the

passage 1elates to his or her point than to tell the student, “No, you're
wrong.” Alternatively, one way to prevent the problem of wrong
answers is to avord questions for which there are immutable, fixed
answers, In this case, questions requinng students to explore options
ot vitlues or to weigh opinions are preferable.

One cantion 1s 1m order. moving from a student’s wrong answer,
without comment, o another student who you think will supply
4 corredt answer wan create problems. Sudh a shift may make the
first student foel ignored and may in essence place the correctly an-
swerig student ain the position of domg yowr “dirty work™ for you.
You may want to ask a seeond student the same question presiously
aisw ered incorteetly —but you vwe the fist student a 1esponse and an
acknowledgment.

s

Encouraging Student Answers

The ephomeral dasstoom atmosphere probably has as much to do
with the encouragement of student answets as any other factor, When
students feel that they may take nisks in the dlassroom, may possibly
answ enincorrectly and yet not face disapproval or ridicule, it is likely
that student answers will be fiequent. Nevertheless, there are certain
‘prompts” that can encourage student answers and facilitate the

Jmanagement of classroom interaction. .
Q .
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Room arrangement. When students see only the back of others’
heads, 1t 1s difficult to encourage discussion or lively interchange
with anyone but the teacher. A circle or horseshoe arrangement
of desks can help this situation.

An unhurried atmosphere. Teachers who convey calmness can
do a great deal to encourage student answers. An unpressured
environment gives students an opportunity to think and answer.
Questions that are not presented in a challenging manner or ina
rapid-fire fashion can contribute to an unhurried atmosphete.

Delwery. Teachers need to begin questions with a question word
(who, what) and not with a student’s name or a lengthy general
statement. Scanning the entire class as the question is delivered
may help to foster attentiveness.

Wait time. A pause alter a question indicates, as it should, that
the question requires some thought, some deliberation, before
being answered. It gives students a useful time to consider their
basis for response. Additionally, students will be more willing to
answer if they know that the teacher is willing to wait for them.

Behavior and body language. One way to encourage a student to
continue a comment is to maintain eye contact. Conversely,
breaking eye contact will usually stop student comments. Head
nods and smiles also encourage student response, while the
reverse—{rowns, head shakes—does not. Finally, as with broken
eye contact, turning away from students will discourage further
commutication. Turning toward students and keeping the upper
body free of crossed arms (a hostile, “‘closed” position) encourage
students to continue talking.

Praise. Within limits, praise of student answers is an obvious
reinforcement tactic. “‘I agree” or I think that was a perceptive
comment’’ can cause students to be encouraged regarding an-
swers. On the other hand, excessive praise can be binding and
can cause a student to be hesitant to contribute again. For
example, if you tell a student that an answer is *“the most intel-
ligent, most mature I've ever had {rom a student,” or some such
other well-meant but rather excessive praise, then the student
might be unwilling to uy to equal the performance in another
discussion. Similarly, other students may not be willing to at-
tempt to match the comment.

Student behavior. Sometimes students react to comments or to
questions by facial expressions and body language rather than
by raised hands. It can encourage students to express themselves
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not by calling on them directly—which may be seen as a threat
—but by repeaung their behavior to them, thus inviting them to
speak. For example, some teachers might say, “Sarah, you're

B frowning. Do you have soutething to add?” Or, “Steve, 1 saw
you nod your head. Why?” The repetition of the student’s be-
havior gives the student an opportunity to explain the behavior
or, in some cases, 1o decline an explanation. In either case, the
teacher has attempted o elicit an answer and also has established
his or her careful observation of the class.

Student comments. When a student makes an especially gbod
point in class, use the incident as a positive factor in the class-
room ensironment. For example, if a student has pointed out an
exception to a usage rule, the neat time ah exception comes up
in the discussion, repeat the student’s name and allude to the
presious comment. Thus, students know that other student comn-
ments are valued—and remembered—and they may be more
willing to contribute answers. Likewise, asking students 1o relate
therr comments to other student comments can encourage inter-
action and the generation of questions. For example, asking
Mary, who has just raised a good point, “How does your com-
ment relate to Eva’s?” may encourage the two to interact.

Helping Students Generate Questions

An alternatnve o teacher-initiated questions that direat students o
tespond from memory or expertence 1s to let students generate ques-
trons. Such questions may be directed to the teacher, to other students,
or to themselves dwning the process of trying to make sense of a
situation ot text. Stidents naturally generate’ questions only when
they are confronted with a new idea su intriguing that questions come
easily as a matter of course. While it is not always easy to create this
kind of situation 1 the dassroom, the following suggestions may
help to mnake it possible:

Atmosphere. Students will not generate their own questions in
an atmosphere w here the act of asking a question is interpreted
as a failure 10 understand or even 1o pay auention. Obviously,
they must be mm an atmosphere where they feel the exchange of
ideas is a healthy, nonthreatening one.

Small groups. In thetelatively nonthreatening aunosphere of a
small group, students might be more interested in generating
questions and better able to do so. Certainly, the limitations of
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large group activity are reduced in the small group: the topic
can be more flexible, the time between student commentsan be
reduced, the tension can be lessened. In such a setting, students
may be more receptive to forming their own questions on a
specific topic or assignment,

Teacher statements. To provoke students into questioning, a
teacher may make a statement that is obviously absurd or may
present a contradiction in a declarative statement. Both strategies
may stimulate student questions.

Student tests and study questions. Alter students have studied a
work of literature or have been exposed to a concept or idea, they
can be asked to generate questions. The students, in turn, could
answer the questions or pose them to members of their group or
to the class as a whole. It is possible, with some teacher guid-
ance, 10 have students construct partial or whole tests as well as
study guides and questions for review games.

We also offer somne gamnes and activities that mnay encourage stu-
dents to generate questions.

Solve the Situation (Logic)

Problems found in logic books (or student-created problems) can teach
students to generate appropriate questions and to synthesize informna-
tion from other students’ questions. Many teachers find that students
really histen to each other's questions and the answers given and that
they become impatient when others ask questions already answered
(they want new information). If the logic problem remains unsolved,
students return the next day remembering the details and having
thought about the problem. Allot only five or ten minutes at the end
of class to answer questions about the situation. 1t may take days to

solve, but the enthusiasm rcpmins!
a

Sample Problem Situation:

A husband and wife drive to work together each day. Their office is a
hall-hoyr drive from their house, but each night they leave work at
5.00 and don't reach their house until 6:30. Why? (Answer: They live
and work 1 different time zones. The drive home still takes one hall
hour, but when they cross into the time zone of their house, they must
advance their watches by one hour.)

As students ash questions, the teacher answers in any creative but
not misleading way. For example:

‘d
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Student: Do they dnive a different road on the way home?
Teacher: No, they always take the same highway.
Student: Do they stop for dinner at a restadrant?
. Teacher: No, they always eat dinner at home.
Student: Does it take them an hour to pick up their children from
the babysiuer? .
Teacher: No, the babysitter lives right across the street from their
house.

What's the Question? (Language, {giteralurc)

_While Solve the Situation begins with an answer and students gen-
erate questions in seeking a solution, in What's the Question a teacher *
supplies a list of answers to which students create the questions.
Sometimes teachers may challenge students to generate as many ques-
tions as possible for each answer. For example: ' >

Teacher. The answer 1o the questious is bat. Does anyone have
any questions?

Student. What is the implement used in baseball 1o hit the ball?,
Student: What is the broad stick nsed in cricket?

Student: What is a nocturnal flying mawmmal?

Student. What do people sometimes do with their eyes to show
surprise?

Student: What do people do with their eyes when they firt?
Student: What 1s an ugly, nagging woman sometimes called?
Student: What is an abbreviation for battalion?

Picture Perfect (Commurication)

This activity provides an opportunity to receive information, pass on
information, ask questions to clarify information, formulate spatial
relationships, and synthesize information. The teacher draws a simple
picture, such as the one in Figure 6. A surprising number of details
are present m the picture. The first student in each row studies the
details in the picture and returns it to the teacher. Those students then
turn 1o the students immediately behind them and describe the pic
ture. The receiving students, who have not seen the picture, can ask as
many questions as necessary to clarify or fill in the details of the
mental picture they are forming. When receiving students in each row
are sausfied that they nave the picture in mind, they turn and describe
the picture to the students immediately behind them. After the last
student in each row receives a description and asks questions to gain
additional information, this student draws a picture based on that

'. s .
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mental mage, The winner 1s the 1ow w hose pictuie is closest to the
original drawing,
The first exchange may be similar io the fotlowing:
Stdent giving the information. There is a one-story honse with a
door, two windows, and a chimney.

Student recerving the informaton Where are the windows in
refation to the door?

Gnang student. A Targe picture wandow 1 to the left of the door;
a smaller window is to the right.

Receiving student: What type of windows are they?

Giving stndent: They have panes. The small one has four panes,
T'he large one has more, maybe six or eight.

Receiving student: Okay. Whete is the chimney?

Giving student. The top of the chimney appears above the left
side of the roof edge. A tree is also at the left side of the house and

a child's wagon 1s situng at the end of a walkway leading to the
front door.

Recetving student: Okay. | think [ see it.

A number of details have been lost. Should someone later in the
activity ask whether there 1s smoke rising from the chimney, what the
height of the tree is 1 relation to the house, how the wagon is situ-
ated, or of what material the walkway or roof is constructed, the stu-
dent gning information would be unable to respond. In a follow-up
discusston, the class explores the communication process, the infor-
mation that was lost, and the questions that could have been asked to
ehcit full details. In later practice with other pictures, students have
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the experience needed to improve their skills in asking and answering
questions involving finite information.
, .

Twenty Questions (Literature) -

. A\ rendition of this children’s game can help students learn how to

. frame useful questions and to synthesize the information received from
all answers. Students are divided into two teams. In turn, students
from each teamn ask questions that can be answered “‘yes” or “no.”
The total number of questions for each team is ten. A team’s score for
cach gdme is ten minus the number of questions asked and any wrong
guesses. The team with the highest score wins. The scorekeeper can be
rotated among the students as can the person answering the questions.
The teacher or student begins by posing a problem, such as “I'm
thinking of a character from our reading this term.” Problems from .
literature might include authors, characters, titles, or literary terms.

The following exchange is an example of a question. answer dia-

logue in which Team T'wo would receive seven points (ten minus the
three exploratory questions, the question eliciting the correct answer
does not lose a point): v

Answerer: ['m thinking of a character from our reading this term.
Team One: Is the character male?
Answerer: Yes.
Team Two: Is the character in a novel? . :
Auswerer: No.
Team One: In a play?
Answerer: Yes.
Team Two: Is the play Julius Caesar?
Answerer: Yes.

~ Team One: Is he one of the consplralors?
Ar swerer: Yes.
Team T'wo: Is it Brutus?
Answerer: No.

‘Team One: Does he have “*a lean and hungry look**?”
Answerer: Yes.

Team Two: Is it Cassius?

Answerer: Yes.

Breaking the Code {Language)

The following sentence patterns contain consistent sy mbols for the
parts of speech:

o 3 “,’
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To break the code, students must ask themselves, “How do English
sentences usually begin? Then they look at all the sentences and
posit, *'Is the square a noun?” and test the idea by substitution. Gram-
matically correct English sentences can be written for each pattern
when the «dde is broken. Likewise, students can develop their own
codes [or others to solve, !

Solution:

O = article; O = noun; A = verb;
O = adverb: @ = preposition; {/ /= adjective

Several questions must be asked in ordgr to solve the code: If the
square is a noun, what kinds of words,edme before nouns? What thea
could be the urde and upside-d/(n’t‘ri.mgle? Given the position of
verbs, which symbol could be{a verb? If I substitute words for the
symbols I think I've solved, what seems to be.the function of the heart?

Journals (Laterature, Composition)

Journals are an excellent place for students to record questions' prob-
g questions, puzzling questions, or mind-stretching questions. Some
possible situations follow. » .

1. Pretend there 1s someone who knows the answers to all ques-
tons. You are allowed to ask only three questions. What would
you ask?

2, Make up ten "crazy-seeing” questions, beginning with “What
. For example: What if jellybeans grew on trees? (Alternative
questions involve "crazy-hearing™ or “crazy-feeling” situations.)

3. People’s actions are often confusing, hurtful, contradictory, or
even funny. Write ten questions that reflect interactions with
others. For example: Why do we sometimes hurt the ones we
love nost? Why is it that the checkout line I'm in is always the
slowest? )

4. If we jumble literary, characters or authoss, strange things might
occur. For example: What would change if Edgar Allan Poe had
written The Scarlet Letter? What would happen if Jane Eyre

-




‘*—__———*————vv, I

.

-

Practice 33

walked into an Ernest Hemingway novel? Somé questions might
serve as the basis for a class discussion of style, tone, character
development, or theme.

Conclusion . .

In classroom practice, questioning is a skill, a process, a strategy, an
attitude, an art. Although we have presented components of the ques-
tioning act—classroom envir nment, teaching strategies, response
techniques, and a questioning model-~all must operate holistically.
One part used singly, in all likelihood, will have liule effect on
students’ abilities to think critically. For instance, developing dense
questions based on the model will not solve the problem of teacher
behaviors that cut discussions short. Conversely, changing the class-
room emvironment will not lead to critical thinking if the topics for
discussion do not offer the possibility of exploring more complex
subjects. . .

The Questioming Circle provides a conceptual framework for class-
room interaction. The model, while appropriately applied to English
language arts in general, has particular implications for literature
study. the model allows the student to respond from experience while
striving to integrate those personal responses with the universality of
literature. .

We have also presented some activities that will help students
develop their wwn questioning skills. These activities are offered only
as examples, serving primarily to demonstrate how to structure an
activity so that the emphasis is placed on student questicns rather

* than student answers. Too much dependence upon a stimulus.1e-
sponse model, with teachers providing questions and students reacting
with answers, can cre.te passivity and intellectual dependence. To
question, to think crincally and independently, students need the
opportunity to onstruct their own inquiries, not merely to respond
to the inquiries of others.

While the balance of teacher-initiated and student-initiated ques-
tions is always an individual decision, we feel a mixture is healthy,
fostering a classroom environment where learning is stimulating and
where questions provide avenues {or exploration, not merely measures
of retention. Considering the heavy use of questioning in the typical
Eng. language arts classroom, we owe it to ourselves and to our
student. (0 examine our questioning techniques—te refine what we
ask, how we ask, what we do with responses, and how we motivate
students’ eritical thinking, )
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